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Individualism and Religion in Contemporary Society

Jean-Louis Schlegel®

Translated by: Al-Hassan Mesbah®
hacenemasbah58@gmail.com
Abstract:

This article investigates how modern and postmodern individualism has transformed religion
in Europe, not by erasing it but by reshaping its role and meaning. It contrasts holistic societies,
where collective hierarchy is sanctified, with individualistic societies that elevate equality and sub-
ject authority to rational scrutiny. From this shift emerges the “autonomous self,” which separates
rational public life from private spheres of conviction and belief. The study then highlights the
“Second Individualist Revolution” or “Age of Narcissism,” marked by the extension of choice into
ethics and daily life, the decline of ascetic discipline, and the rise of self-realization and bodily con-
cerns. Within this climate, Christianity undergoes “internal secularization,” expressed as the indi-
vidualization of faith: religion becomes a reservoir of resources selectively drawn upon for com-
fort, meaning, and celebration, while obligations and moral rigor are often set aside. This dynamic
raises concerns of relativism and diffuse religiosity, though it also opens possibilities for new forms
of justice, cooperation, and human rights. The article concludes by examining the proliferation of
New Religious Movements and the emergence of an “Esoteric Nebula,” underscoring the complex

ways individualism continues to reshape Europe’s religious landscape.

Keywords:

Modern/Postmodern Individualism, The Age of Narcissism, The Individualization of Faith,
New Religious Movements, The Esoteric Nebula.
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Daniéle HERVIEU-LEGER, Vers un nouveau christianisme?, Paris, Cerf, 1986.
La religion sans retour ni détour, dans Esprit, 4-5, no spécial, avril-mai 1986.
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Yves LAMBERT, Dieu change en Bretagne, Paris, Cerf, 1985.
Gérard DEFOIS, L’Europe et ses valeurs, Paris, Le Centurion, 1983.
Enquétes sociologiques diverses sur les pratiques (cf. notamment Le Monde, 4 octobre
1986).
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Daniéle HERVIEU-LEGER, Vers un nouveau christianisme?, Paris, Cerf, 1986 ; Francoise
CHAMPION Du mal nommé «retour du religieux», dans Projet, no 200, juillet-ao(it 1986,
p.91-91-105 ; M. COHEN, Figures de l'individualisme moderne, deux communautés issues
du renouveau charismatique en France, dans Esprit, 4-5, avril-mai 1986, p. 47- 68.
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J.-L. SCHLEGEL, Retour du religieux et christianisme. Quand les vieilles croyances redev-
iennent nouvelles, dans Etudes, t. 362, 1985, p. 89-104 et La gnose et le réenchantement du

monde. Ibidem, t. 366, 1987, p. 389-404.
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